






























































































 Research on the impact of the Project Approach on young children with 
disabilities or children who are at-risk is limited. Mixed methods were used to study the 
impact of the Project Approach on the social interactions, challenging behaviors, and 
language development of eight focal children in two inclusive classrooms. Child 
participants were two children with IEPs and two children identified as at-risk from each 
class. Adult participants were six professionals who received high quality supports to 
implement the Project Approach. Adults were interviewed prior to the beginning of the 
study and again mid-, and post-implementation. Choice time observations were 
videotaped twice per week over 14 weeks to assess the impact of the Project Approach on 
play levels and MLUm. Results revealed that social interactions, challenging behaviors, 
vocabulary, MLUm, were positively impacted following implementation of the Project 
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Research shows that there is a “circular relationship” between social interaction 
and social competence (Odom, McConnell, & McEvoy, 1992). Young children learn 
social skills through interacting with peers. However, children who   
lack the social skills to enter or maintain social interactions, including many 
young children with disabilities….do not possess the skill for engaging in social 
interaction, yet peer social interaction is the primary medium through which they 
will learn more advanced forms of social competence (p. 22).  
 
Young children with mild to moderate disabilities who are enrolled in classrooms 
identified as providing high quality inclusion are more likely to engage in social 
interactions than peers in segregated settings (Guralnick, Connor, Hammond, Gottman, & 
Kinnish, 1996). However, despite this advantage, their attempts at social interaction also 
are more likely to be rejected than those of their typically developing peers (Guralnick, et 
al., 1996).  
In order to interact with others, children must communicate. “In establishing these 
early play routines, language certainly helps. Indeed, throughout the preschool years, 
children who speak more clearly and communicate their ideas better have an easier time 
getting and keeping play going (Mueller, 1972)” (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000, p. 166)	
than	peers	with	limited	ability	to	communicate. Children with disabilities have been 
shown to communicate less frequently and less skillfully than their typically developing 
peers (Kaiser, Hester, & McDuffie, 2001). When children have difficulty communicating, 
they may engage in challenging behaviors (Beitchman et al., 2001). According to 
Shonkoff and Phillips (2000), “It is quite clear that young children who have failed to 
master the early regulatory tasks of learning to manage interpersonal conflict and 
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modulate aggressive and disruptive impulses are more likely than their self-regulated 
peers to display early conduct problems” (p. 177). Odom, McConnell, and McEvoy 
(1992) stress that “analyzing the motivational elements of problem behavior is critical” 
(p. 311). They state that it is important to consider skills and behaviors that lead to social 
competence in the context of a “dynamic relation between behavior and environment” (p. 
307).  
Challenging behavior has been defined as “any repeated pattern of behavior, or 
perception of behavior, that interferes with or is at risk of interfering with optimal 
learning or engagement in pro-social interactions with peers and adults” (Smith & Fox, 
2003, p. 5). According to the Center for Social Emotional Foundations for Early Learning 
(Dunlap & Liso, 2004) engagement is key to preventing challenging behavior. However, 
engagement is typically described in terms of environmental arrangement in the 
classroom, scheduling, and implementing rules. The potential motivation provided by 
embedding these practices in the broader context of purposeful, coherent, activities is not 
mentioned. Project investigations are typically extended, in-depth, first-hand, research 
efforts conducted by a group of children with the goal of satisfying their shared curiosity 
about a phenomenon or event in their environment. Project work can provide diverse 
learners with motivation to participate and persevere in social and academic learning 
activities (Beneke & Ostrosky, 2009). 
The recent publication of Early Childhood Inclusion: A Joint Position Statement 
of the Division for Early Childhood (DEC) and the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) (DEC/NAEYC, 2009) represents a shared 
definition and understanding of inclusion between the two leading national professional 
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organizations that represent educators in early childhood and early childhood special 
education. This position statement was designed as a blueprint to help identify key 
components of high quality inclusive programs and uses Universal Design as a guiding 
concept. The position statement explains that the defining features of inclusion are 
access, participation, and support, and states, “Social-emotional development and 
behaviors that facilitate participation are critical goals of high quality early childhood 
inclusion, along with learning and development in all other domains” (p. 2). The position 
statement also advises that tiered models hold promise for “helping educators organize 
assessments and interventions by level of intensity” (p. 2) of intervention.  
Early intervention has been defined as “a process of assessment and therapy 
provided to children, especially those younger than age 6, to facilitate normal cognitive 
and emotional development and to prevent developmental disability or delay” (Houghton 
Mifflin, 2007). Tiered models move from low intensity interventions at the bottom level 
(i.e., those that impact all children in a class), to moderate intensity interventions at the 
secondary level (i.e., those that apply to some children in a class), to intensive/6 
interventions that apply to very few children at the tertiary or top level. Systematic data 
collection is used to inform decisions about the intensity of intervention needed. 
Hemmeter, Santos, and Ostrosky (2008) describe how a tiered model, The Teaching 
Pyramid Model can be used as a “prevention-intervention framework to promote social 
and emotional development, provide support for children’s appropriate behavior, and 
prevent and address challenging behavior” (pp. 322-323). A three-tiered model is 
typically used to help educators visualize the concept of Response to Intervention (RTI). 
“Two principle origins of RTI practices are Deno’s data-based program modification 
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model (Deno, 1985; Deno & Mirkin, 1977) and Bergan’s behavioral consultation model 
(Bergan, 1977; Bergan & Kratochwill, 1990)” (Batsche et al., 2006, p. 7). Educators at 
the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute have developed a tiered RTI model 
tailored for preschool settings called Recognition and Response (Coleman, Buysse, & 
Neitzel, 2006a). Tier 1 of Recognition and Response includes a research-based 
curriculum and effective teaching strategies. Tier 2 includes targeted group interventions 
aimed at some children, and Tier 3 targets intensive interventions aimed at individual 
students.  
As classroom teachers search for a universally designed Tier 1 curricula that will 
provide both typically developing children and children with disabilities with optimal 
opportunities for access, participation, and support, they may explore the possibility of 
learning to implement the Project Approach, a well-known addition to classroom 
curriculum (LeeKeenan & Edwards, 1992). The Project Approach is a multidimensional, 
interconnected approach to teaching based on constructivist theory of how children learn. 
The approach reflects a philosophy of teaching that permeates the topics of children’s 
study and the way they are taught. The content of a project varies depending on the topic 
a particular group of children and teachers is interested in investigating and their abilities. 
The fact that it is an approach, rather than a curriculum with specific content, makes it 
difficult to compare the Project Approach with commercially available curricula. The 
content, knowledge, dispositions, and skills emphasized are likely to vary from project to 
project within a given classroom and also to vary from classroom to classroom. 
Consequently, the very responsiveness and elasticity that are claimed as the strengths of 
the Project Approach are likely to increase the challenge of comparing the Project 
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Approach across classrooms. This challenge may account, in part, for the lack of research 
on its implementation and effectiveness. As teachers plan for project work they anticipate 
what individual students know and can do, what children want to know or do, and how 
the children can best accomplish their investigation. Considering what children know and 
can do helps teachers to support children’s use of multiple means of representation and 
expression in project work. Considering what children want to know or do and how they 
can best accomplish their investigation helps teachers provide children with multiple 
means of engagement. Consequently, the Project Approach may provide a context that 
supports peer communication, interaction, and increased engagement, resulting in a 
reduction in challenging behaviors. 
According to Katz and Chard (2000) authors of Engaging Children’s Minds: The 
Project Approach, “projects can include a sufficient variety of tasks to accommodate the 
diverse contributions from mixed groups—mixed in ability as well as in age” (p. 52). 
While research on the Project Approach is limited, researchers and teachers have reported 
that implementing the Project Approach is useful in teaching young children with 
disabilities (Donegan, Hong, & Trepanier-Street, 2005; Edmiaston, 1998; Scranton & 
Doubet, 2003). Beneke and Ostrosky (2009) conducted a qualitative analysis of pre- and 
post-training interviews with seven teachers and who had attended a 2-day training on the 
Project Approach. Interview questions focused on teachers’ perceptions of how the 
Project Approach can help support diverse learners, including children with disabilities. 
Four findings emerged from the analysis: (a) participation and learning of children with 
diverse abilities was facilitated, (b) positive effects were noted for children’s social and 
academic learning, which teachers attributed to motivation, (c) the availability of “real 
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objects” and materials in the classroom was beneficial, and (d) positive effects resulted 
from including children in planning. The current study represents an effort to explore 
these findings further by investigating the effects of implementation of project work on 
young children in inclusive settings. Given that the recently published DEC/NAEYC 
joint position statement on inclusion refers to social-emotional development and 
behaviors that facilitate participation as “critical goals” of high quality inclusion, the 

















 This literature review includes a summary of research to examine the evidence-
base related to the Project Approach. In particular, research related to the impact of the 
Project Approach on the following behaviors is explored: peer interaction, participation 
in conversation, vocabulary increases, and reductions in challenging behaviors of young 
children in inclusive settings. While these effects are interrelated, they are discussed 
separately in this review. Literature focusing on both typically developing children and 
children with disabilities is included. Several procedures were used to identify literature 
for this review. ERIC, EBSCO, Psych Info, and the Web of Science were the primary 
databases searched for relevant literature. These databases were searched for reports from 
1990-2009, using keywords related to the four abovementioned child effects, the Project 
Approach, and mild to moderate disabilities. The reference lists of pertinent papers were 
examined to identify articles of importance, classic articles, and frequently cited authors. 
Searches using author names were performed to be sure the review included their most 
current work. Ancestral searches were conducted of articles reviewed. Unpublished 
dissertations, articles in non-peer-reviewed journals, or those in languages other than 
English were excluded from this review. 
 The review is organized into six sections. The background section includes the 
historical and theoretical framework for the Project Approach. Significant research 
related to the four targeted child effects (i.e., peer interaction, participation in 
conversation, vocabulary increases, and reductions in challenging behaviors) is then 
reviewed. Each effect is followed by a discussion of the key research findings and gaps in 
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the literature and the potential of the Project Approach to support these effects in 
inclusive settings. A summary of key findings and proposed directions for further study 
conclude the review. 
Background of the Project Approach 
According to Knoll (1997), the Project Approach has its roots in the Italian 
architectural and engineering movement of the 16th century. Teachers assigned 
challenging projects to advanced students, and structured competitions were held to 
determine whose designs were the best. These competitions spread across Europe and 
gradually evolved into a teaching method in which students completed assigned projects 
to merit progress to a higher level. The method was incorporated into the new field of 
engineering, and was introduced in the United States at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) at the end of the 18th century. It also was used at the high school level 
at the first Manual Training School in the United States where “instruction was designed 
to progress systematically from elementary principles to practical applications” (Learning 
by Projects in Manual Training and the Industrial Arts section). At that point in the 
evolution of the Project Approach, it was thought that construction followed instruction. 
Manual training became popular in high schools across the United States, and was 
introduced into kindergartens in the 1890s.  
Rise and fall of the Project Method. In his 1918 publication, The Project 
Method, William H. Kilpatrick redefined the term “project” to mean a “hearty purposeful 
activity in a social situation” that was initiated by the child (p. 335). He believed that the 
more independently conceived and implemented the project, the higher its quality. 
Kilpatrick believed the child’s interest should be viewed as the “unit of study,” and he 
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defined four phases of the Project Method: “purposing, planning, executing, and judging” 
(p. 334). His vision of the role of the teacher in the educational experience differed from 
Dewey who saw the teacher as a guide who helped the child explore in a logical, 
scientific way, Kilpatrick, on the other hand, believed the child’s interest should be his 
guide-- instruction followed the child’s interest. Kilpatrick and Dewey both believed that 
democratic principles were not just related to government, but extended into all aspects of 
life (Beyer, 1997). Kilpatrick believed that a child’s individuality should be nurtured, but 
the needs of the individual should be balanced against the needs of the group. The Project 
Method gradually lost popularity in the United States, but gained popularity in Europe 
(Knoll, 1997). 
Emergence of the Project Approach. The Open Education Movement emerged 
in the 1960s in the United States as a result of the influence of the British Infant Schools 
and the Plowden Report, a large-scale review of primary education in England (Central 
Advisory Council for Education (England, 1967). While the Open Education Movement 
came from England, it was rooted in the philosophies of Americans, Dewey and 
Kilpatrick (S. Chard, personal communication, April 23, 2006). The Open Education 
Movement and the Project Approach share an emphasis on providing enough flexibility 
in the curriculum to follow the child’s interest. During the 1960s and early 1970s 
educators rushed to visit the “successful English informal schools” (Smith, 1997, p. 372). 
However, “by the mid-1970s, the social, economic, and political climate had changed, 
and there was less and less support for open or any other nontraditional kind of education 
on both sides of the Atlantic” (p. 372).  
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 In 1989 Katz and Chard published the first edition of Engaging Children’s Minds: 
The project approach. According to Chard, she and Katz wrote this book as a way of 
preventing “a repeat of the misunderstandings about project work of the ‘60s and ‘70s. 
We designed our first book to help teachers to develop the planning and implementation 
structures necessary for successful project work” (personal communication, 2006). Katz 
and Chard consider the Project Approach to be a portion of the curriculum that capitalizes 
on what children learn through spontaneous play as well as systematic instruction. In 
their model, children’s interest in content leads to instruction. Similar to Kilpatrick’s 
Project Method, in the Project Approach the “children’s ideas, questions, theories, 
predictions, and interests are major determinants of the experiences provided and the 
work accomplished” (Katz & Chard, 1989, p. 5). As in Kilpatrick’s model, the project 
proceeds through phases, although the Project Approach is composed of three, rather than 
Kilpatrick’s four phases. In Phase 1 of a project, the topic is introduced and children 
explore their own past experiences and current knowledge of the topic. They generate 
questions about the topic. In Phase 2, the children actively investigate the topic, and in 
Phase 3 the children summarize what has been learned and a culminating event is held. 
Phase 2 is typically the longest phase of a project, often lasting from 4-6 weeks. 
According to Katz, the overarching goal of this approach is “to help children develop the 
disposition to examine their own assumptions and to acknowledge others’ points of view” 
(personal communication, 2006). Katz and Chard consider the Project Approach to be a 
portion of the curriculum that capitalizes on what children learn through spontaneous 
play as well as systematic instruction. In their model, children’s interest in content leads 
to instruction. Similar to Kilpatrick’s Project Method, in the Project Approach the 
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“children’s ideas, questions, theories, predictions, and interests are major determinants of 
the experiences provided and the work accomplished” (Katz & Chard, 1989, p. 5). As in 
Kilpatrick’s model, the project proceeds through phases, although the Project Approach 
is composed of three, rather than Kilpatrick’s four phases. In Phase 1 of a project, the 
topic is introduced and children explore their own past experiences and current 
knowledge of the topic. They generate questions about the topic. In Phase 2, the children 
actively investigate the topic, and in Phase 3 the children summarize what has been 
learned and a culminating event is held. Phase 2 is typically the longest phase of a 
project, often lasting from 4-6 weeks. According to Katz, the overarching goal of this 
approach is “to help children develop the disposition to examine their own assumptions 
and to acknowledge others’ points of view” (personal communication, 2006).  
 Gaps in the literature on the Project Approach. Very little research has been 
conducted on the implementation of the Project Approach, particularly with respect to the 
impact of the approach on children. However, studies by both Donegan et al. (2005) and 
Hertzog (2007) that primarily focused on teachers, also include some findings related to 
the impact of the Project Approach on students. Hertzog (2007) taught two first-grade 
teachers whose students were primarily low-income to use the Project Approach. She 
then studied the impact of the training on their teaching and on student behavior. Hertzog 
found that, while the teachers experienced external limitations imposed by the 
requirements of their school and self-imposed internal limitations, such as assumptions 
about children and beliefs about teaching, the teachers were able to successfully 
implement elements of the Project Approach. Hertzog noted, “during my visits to the 
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classroom when the children were engaged in project work, I witnessed little 
misbehavior” (p. 556).  
  Donegan, Hong, Trepanier-Street, and Finkelstein (2005) studied the experiences 
of student teachers whose field experiences were in inclusive early childhood settings. By 
examining student teachers’ journal entries and documentation panels, Donegan et al. 
found that children with disabilities “were frequently involved in classroom project 
work” (p. 40). They found that 26 of the 29 (90%) student teachers included children 
with disabilities in their documentation of project work, and 24 of the 29 student teachers 
(83%) documented their experiences with inclusion and its benefits. Donegan and her 
colleagues specifically noted that children with special needs can acquire social skills 
through interacting with peers with the guidance of a trained teacher (p. 41), Donegan et 
al. also noted the benefits of project work for children with language or speech delays: 
“Our data suggested that the small group structure of project work provided a natural 
opportunity for social interaction and language use” (p. 41).  
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Beneke and Ostrosky (2009) interviewed teachers and 
administrators of inclusive prekindergarten classes. They identified four findings related 
to the use of the Project Approach: (a) Participation and learning of diverse learners was 
facilitated, (b) positive effects were noted for children’s social and academic learning, 
which teachers attributed to motivation, (c) the availability of “real objects” and materials 
in the classroom were beneficial, and (d) positive effects resulted from including children 
in planning.   
In another study on projects, Guven and Duman (2007) sought to determine if an 
adaptation of project-based learning was effective for young children with mild 
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disabilities. Participants in the study were 7 children (4 girls and 3 boys) ages 6- and 7-
year-olds who attended a self-contained special education classroom at a public 
elementary school that served primarily middle class children in Istanbul. The context of 
Guven and Duman’s study was a project on the local bakery that specialized in pastries 
and sweets. Pre- and post-tests were used to evaluate the impact of the learning 
experience on children’s behavior. The test required children to point to pictures that 
represented the correct answers to questions related to the local French bakery. Findings 
showed a significant gain in knowledge (p< .05). 
There is a gap in the literature regarding the impact of the Project Approach on 
the learning and development of prekindergarten children with and without disabilities. 
Across all studies that were located, only one focused specifically on the impact of the 
Project Approach on children’s development, and none of the research studies focused on 
the effects of the Project Approach on the development of prekindergarten-aged children. 
Findings by Hertzog (2007), Donegan et al. (2005), and Beneke and Ostrosky (2009) all 
indicate that the Project Approach benefited children’s social development, while 
Donegan et al. (2005) also reported that project work resulted in positive speech and 
language effects. Guven and Duman’s (2007) report indicates that children with 
disabilities can successfully participate in project work and this experience will support 
their learning. Beneke and Ostrosky’s (2009) finding that teachers attributed children’s 
social and academic gains to motivation provided by the project approach is important, 
since “preschool children’s interests influence the quality of their play and social 




 Participation in social interaction.  “During the first eight years, the child’s 
social community moves from being adult-centered to peer-centered. This developmental 
transition presents particular challenges for children with developmental disabilities” 
(Kaiser, Hester, & McDuffie, 2001, p. 147). Although they are sometimes challenging, 
interactions with peers are important for two reasons: “(a) positive peer interactions are 
an important route for children’s enhanced development, and (b) peer interaction 
problems are a primary predictor of children’s future social competence difficulties” 
(Brown, Odom, & Conroy, 2001, p. 163). Interacting successfully with peers can open 
the door to inclusion in the social and intellectual life of the classroom. In addition, 
successful social relationships ultimately impact children’s academic achievement 
(Bowman et al., 2001). Given the potential impact of peer interactions, it is important to 
understand how children with disabilities and their typically developing peers interact, 
and to identify strategies that may increase the frequency and quality of these 
interactions.  
 In a review of research on a series of 4-6 week playgroups that included children 
with mild mental delays, Guralnick (1999) found that the degree to which children with 
disabilities were integrated in play was related to the type of play. He found that children 
with disabilities were most likely to be socially connected in play with typically 
developing peers when the type of play placed fewer social demands on the child. The 
three levels of social connectedness in play described by Guralnick ranged in degree of 
social demand from least to most complex (passive play, interactive play, and friendship). 
Guralnick’s research revealed that, “for interactive measures of social integration, 
		15
typically developing children interact with children with developmental delays about half 
as often as expected, based on the number of children available in the two groups.” He 
found that 80% of typically developing children preferred other typically developing 
children as partners in social interactions. Guralnick also found that even though 
interactions between children with mild delays and their typically developing peers 
included more disagreements, typically developing children were able to make 
accommodations to the developmental characteristics of their delayed peers, “particularly 
their cognitive and linguistic levels” (p. 75). Guralnick found that “typically developing 
children simply prefer other typically developing children and may ignore or avoid 
children with delays” (p. 77). He cautioned that the short duration of the playgroups may 
not reflect the social interaction patterns that might develop over a longer period of time 
and he noted that the ecology of the home and community influence social interaction in 
a manner that extends beyond the ecology of the classroom.  
Unlike Guralnick, Okagaki and colleagues (1998) found that typically developing 
children are almost as willing to play with children with disabilities as they are to play 
with other typically developing peers. One explanation for this difference from 
Guralnick’s data may be that the children in Okagaki et al.’s study had been in school 
together for 5 months, while the participants in Guralnick’s study were only together for 
4-6 weeks. In addition, the number of children with disabilities in Okagaki et al.’s study 
was small. They conducted two studies to explore children’s perceptions of peers with 
disabilities. The first study included 36 typically developing English-speaking children 
who attended one of three classrooms at an inclusive university-based early childhood 
program. Each of the three classrooms included three children with disabilities. Typically 
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developing children’s views of children with disabilities were assessed using small dolls 
that represented children with physical and language disabilities. For example, a doll that 
sat in a wheelchair represented a child with physical disabilities. The Pictorial Scale of 
Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance for Young Children (Harter & Pike, 1984; 
adaptation by Diamond, 1994) was used to elicit children’s views of the competence of 
children with various disabilities. Pairs of pictures represented children who either were 
good at or who had difficulty with a task. For instance, if the pictures showed a person 
who was a good runner and a person who had difficulty running, the researcher would 
point to a picture and say, “This boy is good at running, but this boy is not.” Then the 
researcher would show the child the doll in the wheelchair, point to each of the pictures, 
and ask, “Is this doll more like this boy or this boy?” Children’s willingness to play with 
children with and without disabilities was assessed using an adaptation of the Social 
Problem-Solving Test-Revised (Rubin, 1988). Dolls were used in this assessment to 
represent a hypothetical play partner with a disability. Okagaki et al. took the home 
ecology into account as well as the ecology of the classroom by assessing parent beliefs 
about socialization through questionnaires. The researchers found that children were 
sensitive to limitations associated with physical disabilities, but they did not perceive 
children with language disabilities to be less verbally competent than children without 
language disabilities. The children rated the social acceptance of children with and 
without language or physical disabilities equally and were equally willing to play with 
hypothetical children with or without language or physical disabilities. Observations 
taken during free play were coded to show whether the 36 target children (including 9 
children with disabilities) were engaged with peers and whether each target child was 
		17
interacting with a typically developing child or a child with a disability. Observations 
revealed that children were equally willing to play with children with or without 
disabilities. However, the number of children with disabilities at the university center was 
small (n = 9), and all children with disabilities were not present on each observation day. 
Okagaki et al. conducted a second study that included 38 typically developing children 
from a community-based, inclusive early childhood program. Procedures and measures 
used in the second study were the same as those used in the first, and findings from the 
second study were consistent with the results of the first study. 
Hestenes and Carroll (2000) also observed children in free play and used a 
pictorial scale and dolls to assess children’s views about disabilities, but their findings 
differed from those of Okagaki et al. (1998). Twenty-nine preschoolers (eight with 
disabilities) from two different classrooms at two different sites were observed during 
free play. The 21 typically developing preschoolers also were interviewed, although it is 
not clear whether interviews took place a the beginning or end of the study. Categories of 
play recorded were cooperative play, social conversation, parallel play, rough activity, 
solitary play, onlooking, transition, or other. Sociometric ratings of typically developing 
children’s peers also were collected. Hestenes and Carroll used the Competency Ratings 
for Disabilities (Diamond, 1994) to assess children’s understanding of disabilities. 
Similar to Okagaki et al.’s study, children were shown dolls representing children with 
various disabilities and one doll with no apparent disability. They were asked to rate each 
doll’s ability to perform tasks that involved physical ability, visual ability, and the ability 
to have friends. While all children engaged in all the types of play during free play 
observations, “typically developing children spent over half their time in cooperative 
		18
play. Children with disabilities spent about one third of their time in cooperative play and 
one third of their time in solitary play” (p. 238). Children with disabilities also spent 
more time in onlooker play than their typically developing peers. Paired sample t tests 
revealed that typically developing children were significantly less likely to interact with 
their peers with disabilities and children with disabilities spent significantly less time 
interacting with typically developing peers than was expected. Hestenes and Carroll 
concluded that, “children [with disabilities] were integrated into the environment, even if 
not included in interactions at the same level as typically developing children” (p. 241). 
The researchers also found that children’s overall score for understanding disability 
significantly predicted typically developing children’s preference to play with peers 
without disabilities. “Children with more understanding of disability indicated that they 
were more willing to play with their peers with disabilties” (pp. 241-242). 
Buysse, Goldman, and Skinner (2002) examined the effects of the social setting 
on friendship formation among 120 children with disabilities and 213 typically 
developing peers. The children, who ranged in age from 19 to 77 months, were enrolled 
in 45 full-day inclusive classrooms that were housed in one of 18 early childhood 
programs. The programs were either: (a) inclusive specialized programs (n = 9) in which 
the majority of children had disabilities, or (b) inclusive child care programs (n = 9) in 
which the majority of children enrolled were typically developing. A researcher met with 
each classroom teacher and used a structured interview format to complete the Playmates 
and Friends Questionnaire for Teachers (Goldman, Buysse, & Carr, 1997), ABILITIES 
Index (Simeonsson & Bailey, 1988), and Teacher’s Ratings of Social Development (Ladd 
& Profilet, 1996) for each participating child. A variation of a scale developed by Bailey 
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and Winton (1987) called the Benefits and Drawbacks of Early Childhood Inclusion 
Rating Scale was completed by the teachers at a later time. Of the 120 children with 
special needs, 48 (40%) were rated has having a severe disability in at least one domain 
on the ABILITIES Index (Simeonsson & Bailey, 1991). Teachers in specialized 
programs reported an average of 1.4 friends for children with disabilities and 2.0 friends 
for typically developing peers. Teachers in inclusive child care program classrooms 
reported an average of 1.5 friends for children with disabilities and 1.7 friends for their 
typically developing peers. Buysse et al. found that typically developing children who 
attended specialized settings had significantly more friends than children with disabilities 
in the same settings, but no significant difference in having friends was found between 
children with disabilities and typically developing children in child care. Buysse et al. 
also found that the severity of a child’s disability was not related to the number of 
reported friends. They concluded:  
The number of children with disabilities in any given setting may be as few as one 
child or as many as three-quarters of the total enrollment. The critical variable 
does not appear to be the ratio per se, but the opportunities for children with 
disabilities to participate in a variety of classroom activities with their typically 
developing peers as a precursor to finding suitable playmates and forming 
friendships. (p. 515) 
 
Buysse et al. found that both children with and without disabilities who were enrolled in 
childcare had more friends than peers who were placed in specialized education settings. 
Children with disabilities in childcare were 1.73 times more likely to have at least one 
friend than were children with disabilities in specialized programs, after controlling for 
severity of disability. With regard to social development scores, children with disabilities 
were reported to have lower scores than their typically developing peers. Setting was 
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significantly related to these scores, with slightly higher scores assigned to children in 
child care settings than children in specialized settings. 
Research by Tsao, Odom, Buysse, Skinner, West, and Vitztum-Komanecki (2008) 
reveals the potential of child-initiated activities to increase children’s social interaction 
with peers. These researchers studied the social participation of 143 preschoolers with 
disabilities in four inclusive preschool models: community-based, Head Start, public 
school, and blended. Ten disability categories were represented among the children with 
the highest frequencies being developmental delay (n = 69), speech/language disorder (n 
= 34), and autism/Pervasive Developmental Disorder (n = 21). An ABILITIES Index 
(Simeonsson & Bailey, 1991) was completed for each child, and an observational system, 
the CASPER-III (Tsao, Odom, & Brown, 2001), was used to assess both ecological and 
behavioral variables in the classrooms. Five variables comprise this assessment: activity 
area or activity, initiator of activity, child behavior, child social behavior, and adult 
behavior. Each variable consists of a set of behavioral categories. Blended classrooms 
combined resources across Head Start, Title 1, special education, and state early 
childhood funding sources. The researchers found that children with disabilities engaged 
in positive social interactions with both peers and adults.  Tsao et al. did not find 
significant differences in the percentage of time children with disabilities engaged in 
positive social interactions with their peers or with adults, however they did find that 
most positive interaction was directed toward typically developing peers (6.5%) and 
received from typically developing peers (2.6%). In addition, no significant differences 
were found among program types for positive social behavior with peers. Interestingly, 
Tsao et al. found significantly more positive adult social interaction by children with 
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disabilities enrolled in blended programs compared to children with disabilities in 
community based, Head Start, or public school settings. Tsao et al. also reported, “in 
adult-initiated activities, children were more socially engaged with adults, while in child-
initiated activities, social engagement occurred more with peers.” Consequently, the more 
children with disabilities participated in adult-initiated activities, the less likely they were 
to engage in social interactions with peers. These findings are consistent with earlier 
findings by Strain and Fox (1981) revealing that adult involvement reduces the 
probability of peer interaction. The researchers concluded that “the practical implication 
may be that if teachers are interested in promoting social engagement with peers, they 
might arrange activities that allow some child choice or peer mediation” (p. 138). 
An eco-behavioral analysis conducted by Powell, Burchinal, File, and Kontos 
(2008) had similar findings to those of Tsao et al. (2008). Powell and his colleagues 
stated, “children’s engagement in classroom activities is a promising target of research on 
preschool program pathway to improved learning outcomes” (p. 108). Powell and 
colleagues recruited 12 teachers and 138 children from prekindergarten programs that 
were housed in 12 different elementary schools. Classroom observations assessed 
teachers’ behavior in whole group and in other classroom situations when target children 
were within three feet of the teacher (providing opportunity for verbal exchange). Powell 
et al. found that children were actively engaged when they were interacting with their 
peer group out of the teacher’s range. Teachers gave children many directions or 
instructions in large group or other settings when they were within range, such as small 
group and one-on-one exchanges. This type of communication by teachers led to passive 
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modes of child participation. Active engagement was more likely to occur when teachers 
offered affirmation (praise or social talk) or monitored children’s behavior. 
In a study that focused exclusively on at-risk children in child care, Denham and 
Burton (1995) studied the impact of a social emotional intervention on 70 at-risk children 
from 7 classrooms in suburban child care programs. They identified developmental 
milestones of social competence: secure attachment, ability to consciously recognize and 
label emotion, and ability to talk through affect-laden social problems. The intervention 
implemented by Denton and Burton was a 32-week multicomponent program. One 
component of their intervention was the implementation of Floortime (Greenspan, 1992), 
a technique that is used during play. “Teachers use this technique during play by 
observing the child, opening communication, continuing the communication process by 
following the child’s lead in play, and then by helping the child to expand that play one 
step further through gestures and words” (p. 229). Teacher questionnaires and 
observations were used to rate: children’s relationship with their teacher, emotional 
understanding, social problem solving, and an emphasis on individuation. Children who 
participated in the intervention were observed showing decreased anger, hostility, and 
sadness, as well as increased peer skill and productive involvement. Teachers perceived 
the children who had participated in the intervention as showing more improvement 
socially than their typically developing peers. “Interestingly, children who were most in 
need of the intervention, as evidenced by low pretest scores, benefitted most regarding 
peer skill, productiveness, and overall teacher-rated social competence” (p. 240). 
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Intersections with the Project Approach. Intervention ideas for supporting 
children’s social interactions described here are compatible with Beneke and Ostrosky’s 
(2009) findings that the Project Approach offers opportunities to support the social 
development of diverse learners. Teachers in Beneke and Ostrosky’s study indicated that 
project work provided increased interest and motivation, and provided opportunities for 
children with disabilities to use their strengths. Project work provides exposure to a 
variety of activities in which children can engage. In addition, since many project 
activities are child-initiated, there are numerous opportunities for children with 
disabilities to initiate activities that build on their strengths and match their comfort level. 
Communication  
Teachers report that as they engage in project work, children communicate ideas 
for child-initiated activities through joint planning (Beneke & Ostrosky, 2009). The 
potential for communication skill development is important, given the interrelationship of 
communication and social skills. “Language development should be a key feature of all 
early childhood programs both because the preschool years hold enormous potential for 
language development and because language, cognitive development, and social 
development are integrated in complex ways and are critical for survival in society” 
(Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001). “Children learn to use language by engaging in 
dialogue; limited opportunities to talk and receive feedback will limit language 
development” (Wasik & Bond, 2006). The Project Approach provides many 
opportunities for children to communicate. Input from children drives the direction of the 
project. For example, they talk with teachers and peers about what they have observed, 
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answer questions, talk about what they want to find out or construct, and how they want 
to go about the investigation or construction.  
Children who have difficulties with verbal communication are especially 
vulnerable to problems with social competence. For example, “preschool children with 
SLI [Specific Language Impairment] exhibit a marked absence of sustained interactions, 
engage in disproportionately high levels of solitary play, are less-preferred classmates, 
become less successful at obtaining positive outcomes to social bids over time, and 
appear to be less interested in social play with peers” (Stanton-Chapman, Justice, Skibbe, 
& Grant, 2008, p. 100). Stanton-Chapman et al. conducted a study to identify specific 
areas of weakness and strength in the social and behavioral performance of preschoolers 
with SLI. Their study included 43 children with SLI and 53 children with typical 
language development. One measure used to examine children’s social and behavioral 
skills was the Social Skills Rating System—Parent Form (Gresham & Elliot, 1990). 
Children’s behavioral competencies also were measured with the Child Behavior 
Checklist (Achenbach, 1991), which was completed by parents. Stanton-Chapman et al. 
found that while children with SLI did not exhibit more externalizing behavior than their 
typically developing peers (e.g., attention problems and aggressive behaviors), they did 
exhibit significantly more internalizing behavior problems (e.g., withdrawal, inhibition, 
and anxiety). Her findings “lend further support to the notion that developmental 
language impairment has a strong association with young children’s social development” 
(p. 105). She suggests that there is a bidirectional relationship between social-
communication challenges and developmental language impairment. 
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Several studies have revealed strategies that support the development of 
communication skills. These strategies are: (a) using decontextualized language, (b) 
encouraging children to engage in pretend play, (c) pairing children with higher 
functioning peers, (d) encouraging children to talk about their actions, (e) modeling and 
planning play sessions, (f) identifying play situations where desired communication 
outcomes are likely to take place, (g) asking predictive, reactive, and recall questions, (h) 
engaging children in sustained shared thinking, and (i) embedding language instruction 
into activities for pairs or groups of children. 
In an in-depth longitudinal study of 74 children, Dickinson (2001) and his 
colleagues found that preschoolers who had more opportunities for “decontextualized 
language” (p. 224), or language that was used to communicate information (not to control 
their behavior) had greater academic success in kindergarten. Similarly, in a mixed 
methods study of the vocalizations of nineteen 5-year-olds engaged in block play, Cohen 
and Uhry (2007) found that as children shared their common understanding about the 
block structures they were constructing, they used communication strategies that helped 
them build oral language and vocabulary. For example, children used different voices in 
pretend play, making the sounds of cars, animals, and others’ voices. They also gave 
others permission to make changes to the block structure and asked others for input about 
block placement.  
According to Guralnick’s research (1999), typically developing children 
communicate differently with children with disabilities. They used more directives, 
clarified messages more often, and relied on multiple modes of communication, 
particularly nonverbals. Research by Fawcett and Garton (2005) demonstrated that verbal 
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interaction may have an important influence on the social outcomes of children with 
disabilities who are partnered with typically developing partners. Fawcett and Garton 
studied one hundred twenty-five 6- and 7-year-olds as they engaged in a card sorting 
activity. Their first hypothesis was that children with lower cognitive ability would show 
greater cognitive gain from pre- to post-testing after working collaboratively with a peer 
with higher cognitive abilities than would children who worked collaboratively with a 
peer of similar or lower cognitive abilities, or who worked alone. Their second 
hypothesis was that instructing the children with lower cognitive abilities to talk and 
provide explanations of their reasoning while working collaboratively with a peer with 
higher cognitive abilities would cause these children to have better post-test results than 
pairs who were instructed not to talk. However, results revealed that gains were 
dependent on children’s ability to interact verbally versus cognitive ability. Fawcett and 
Garton noted, “collaborating without active verbal interaction was statistically no better 
than working alone” (p. 165).  
Craig-Unkefer and Kaiser (2002) recognized that “although play offers 
opportunities to develop relationships with peers, children with limited communication 
skills, poor social skills, or high rates of problem behavior may not be able to access the 
opportunities” (p. 3). They implemented a multiple baseline study of the effects of a 
three-component intervention on the social communication skills of 3 preschool dyads (n 
= 6) who were at risk for social communication delays. The components of the 
intervention were: 
(a) a play organizing session in which vocabulary, play themes, and possible 
strategies for social-communicative interaction were introduced and rehearsed; (b) 
a play session involving dyads of children engaging in sociodramatic play with 
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limited mediation by an adult; and (c) a review session in which children 
described their talk and play” (p. 4).  
All 6 participants had low language skills and were considered at risk for early behavior 
problems. Following the intervention, the amount of child talk during play increased, and 
the researchers noted that specific increases in requests and descriptive talk were 
observed for five of six children. Mean Length of Utterance (MLU), total words, and 
number of different words used also increased for all 6 children. Craig-Unkefer and 
Kaiser concluded that models provided by the adult during the planning session as well as 
redirects during the play period appeared to have influenced the quantity and quality of 
peer talk” (p. 10). 
Extended discussions provide another means for increasing the quantity and 
quality of children’s communications. Sustained shared thinking can be thought of as an 
ongoing discussion between the teacher and the children. Sustained shared thinking has 
been described as “an interaction where two or more individuals work together in an 
intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate activities, or extend a 
narrative” (Siraj-Blatchford & Sylva, 2004, p. 718). “As part of a large-scale study of 
early childhood programs in England, investigators conducted twelve intensive case 
studies of settings with positive child outcomes” (Sylva et al., 2003, p. 1). Siraj-
Blatchford and colleagues concluded that these case studies had positive outcomes for 
young children. These researchers found that “in the settings where sustained shared 
thinking was most encouraged, a substantial proportion of interactions were child-
initiated and they provided a better basis for learning right across the curriculum” (p. 
722). Unfortunately, in an in-depth longitudinal study of 74 young children, Dickinson 
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and Tabors (2001) found that children and teachers in preschool classrooms spend only 
17% of their time together engaged in meaningful exchanges. 
In an earlier study Schwartz and Carta (1996) studied the use of best practices in 
language intervention within the ecology of classroom settings. They observed 59 
children with identified developmental delays and their teachers in 10 inclusive and 16 
self-contained classrooms and found a wide range in the use of best practices. 
Observations included the number and type of language training opportunities; the 
amount of teacher, environmental, and peer support for communication behavior; the 
amount and type of teacher instruction, prompts, and feedback; and a description of the 
amount and type of target children’s communicative behavior. Teachers were ranked as 
high or low implementers of best practices.  
In general, children with high-implementing teachers were observed to spend 
more time actively engaged and more time verbalizing. Children in these 
classrooms appeared to spend more time in play activities and less time in 
transitioning. Additionally, children with high-implementing teachers were 
observed more often with pretend play materials and storybooks and less often 
with instructional materials or no materials available. (pp. 7-8). 
 
The researchers also noted that teachers were more likely to embed language instruction 
for children with mild to moderate language delays into instructions for pairs or groups of 
children. They also were more likely to interact with children with severe disabilities 
individually, and not in pairs or larger groups. Therefore, “children with severe 
disabilities had fewer opportunities to practice social communication skills, to learn from 
peer models, and to engage in age-appropriate group activities, than did children with less 
severe disabilities” (p. 8). 
Intersections with the Project Approach. Donegan (2005) noted that 
participation in the Project Approach benefited children with disabilities in terms of 
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language development. She attributed these benefits to the small group work that is an 
important part of project work. In the course of project work, child-initiated small groups 
form naturally and regularly as children research the topic and construct group 
representations. In addition, Beneke and Ostrosky (2009) found that teachers valued 
opportunities to plan with rather than for children. Participation in planning offers many 
opportunities for children to communicate their ideas. 
The Project Approach provides ongoing opportunities to engage children in 
informal communication. For example, children often discuss their observations from 
field work, information gleaned from exploration of objects, or examination of reference 
materials. Children share ideas about what they should make together to represent their 
understanding of the topic, and they share ideas for how the representation should be 
constructed. As they engage in group constructions, they talk about how to coordinate 
their plans with other children. At the beginning of a project some of the children in the 
group must know enough about the topic to pose questions for research. Often these 
questions are about objects or things. While projects begin with aspects of a topic that are 
familiar to the children, the in-depth nature of the investigation expands their knowledge, 
and they acquire many new concepts and words. By answering children’s questions and 
providing them with experiences that give meaning to new words, adults can enhance the 
richness of children’s lexicons. As projects become more in-depth, children can learn 
vocabulary related to intricate details about the topic. 
Once a few initial questions about the topic have been generated, teachers ask 
children to predict the answers to some of these questions. Following experiments, field 
work, or visits from guest experts, teachers ask children to recall and dictate their 
		30
recollections of what happened or what was learned. Due to the ongoing nature of project 
work, teachers regularly revisit and discuss the children’s progress with the project. 
Participation in project work offers children with disabilities many opportunities and 
reasons to communicate with peers. 
Acquisition of New Vocabulary 
During the preschool period the ecology of the environment can influence 
children’s growth in vocabulary (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2001; Shonkoff & 
Phillips, 2000). Young children begin to learn language with nouns. In fact, 45% of the 
vocabulary of English-speaking children with vocabularies of 20-50 words consists of 
nouns (Caselli et al., 1995). By 36 months most children are able to ask questions related 
to where, what, who, how, why, which, and whose (Bloom, Merkin, & Wootten, 1982). 
They use this ability to acquire more vocabulary. Beals (2001) studied the conversations 
of preschool children during meals with their families. She found that when parents used 
unfamiliar words in the course of mealtime conversations, children learned those words.  
Hart and Risley (1995) reported that language exposure in the early years was 
associated with IQ. They spent 2 ½ years recording children’s spoken vocabularies as 
they observed in their homes. Their analysis produced two well-known books, 
Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young American Children (1995) 
and The Social World of Children Learning to Talk (1999). According to Hart and Risley, 
“New experiences add new words to the vocabulary and refine or elaborate the meaning 
of known words” (p. 6).  
Research on vocabulary development in young children with disabilities is scant. 
Notari-Syverson, O’Connor, and Vadasy (1996) studied the effects of an early literacy 
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curriculum on 70 children who were identified as typically developing (n = 21), at-risk (n 
= 13), or as having disabilities (n = 36). The curriculum was implemented in 6-month 
periods over the course of two years. Participants were students in inclusive, and self-
contained classrooms in public schools and Head Start centers. “Oral language activities 
in the study focused on facilitating children’s pragmatic and syntactic language and 
vocabulary, as well as ‘literate’ types of oral discourse (e.g., asking children to 
reconstruct past events, open-ended questioning, asking for explanations)” (p. 11). The 
researchers used the concept of scaffolding as a “conceptual basis for designing teaching 
strategies to show how teachers could facilitate the participation of children at different 
levels to learn different skills, and vary the presentation of strategies and intensities of 
support according to children’s needs” (p. 11). Measures of vocabulary were the Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981) and the Early Literacy Checklist 
(Notari-Syverson & O’Connor, 1994). Notari-Syverson et al. found that the children with 
disabilities improved their language skills, and showed improvement in vocabulary. 
While all children made gains, children with disabilities and children who were at risk 
made greater gains on vocabulary development than their typically developing peers. 
Weizman and Snow (2001) found that exposure to new words in a meaningful 
context is positively associated with vocabulary development and that increased 
vocabulary is associated with school success. While Hart and Risley’s research compared 
density of exposure to vocabulary across socioeconomic class, Weizman and Snow 
compared differences in the amount of low frequency or sophisticated words children 
heard. Their study examined differences in lexical exposure in 53 English speaking, low-
income, mother-child dyads. Beginning when the children were age 3, data were gathered 
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during annual home and school visits to collect observational and interview data, and 
elicit talk during specific tasks between mother/child at home and teacher/child at school. 
Achievement data also were collected annually, beginning at age 5 and continuing 
through 2nd grade. These researchers found large quantitative and qualitative differences 
in early vocabulary exposure among low-income preschoolers. For example, they found 
that the average 5-year-old heard 1,100 word types, but the range was anywhere from 
400-1,650 word types. Weizman and Snow also found a strong relationship between early 
exposure to sophisticated vocabulary and later performance in school. “Density of 
sophisticated words heard and the density with which such words were embedded in 
helpful or instructive interactions, at age 5 at home, independently predicted over a third 
of the variance in children’s vocabulary performance in both kindergarten and 2nd grade” 
(p. 265).  
In summary, it seems likely that the practice of in-depth learning around familiar 
topics that are interesting to children can have positive effects on their vocabulary 
development. Research by Hart and Risley (1995), Weizman and Snow (2001), and Beals 
(1997) indicate that it is important to increase the quality and the quantity of young 
children’s vocabularies through meaningful interaction with significant peers and adults. 
Research by Notari-Syverson et al. (1996) points to the importance of teachers 
differentiating instruction for children at different levels and scaffolding their vocabulary 
development in the context of play.  
Intersections with the Project Approach. The investigation of a project topic is 
intended to be ongoing, in-depth and to generate and follow children’s interest. The 
investigation begins with establishing children’s current knowledge of the topic. Project 
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work is intended to encourage children to develop a level of expertise about aspects of 
their own world. Children who are engaged in project work proceed from cursory 
knowledge about the topic to in-depth knowledge. New vocabulary words related to a 
project topic can be introduced in a meaningful way at circle time by providing concrete 
examples that will help make the meaning of the words clear. Vocabulary can be 
introduced by arranging interest areas that prompt children to discuss objects and 
concepts introduced at circle time. As more detailed and thorough knowledge of the topic 
is acquired, children acquire vocabulary to use in communicating about that knowledge. 
For example, in a project on cars, a group of approximately 24 children with variable 
attendance patterns began a list of parts needed to build a car with windows and doors, 
but after a few days of study, the list included more specific vocabulary such as mud 
flaps, brakes, and shifter (Beneke, 1998).  
The in-depth nature of project work provides many opportunities for children to 
acquire and use new vocabulary words. As children work to satisfy their curiosity about 
the project topic through field trips, examination of reference materials, and visits with 
guest experts, they are exposed to many new words in meaningful contexts. Research has 
provided useful information that can help teachers of young children expand children’s 
vocabularies through project work.  
Challenging Behavior  
Estimates of the prevalence of challenging behavior indicate that between 8% and 
25% of young children engage in challenging behaviors that interfere with their social 
competence (Conroy, Brown, & Olive, 2008). In 2007 the Division for Early Childhood 
of the Council for Exceptional Children (DEC) developed a position statement on 
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challenging behavior in response to a growing trend in primary and secondary schools to 
remove children with behavior problems from the regular classroom (Hemmeter, 1999). 
The Division for Early Childhood (DEC) Position Statement on Interventions for 
Challenging Behavior (DEC, 2007) emphasizes that there are intervention approaches 
that can effectively address challenging behavior and support children’s social 
competence. Difficulty with social interactions, communication skills, and limited 
vocabulary can contribute to challenging behaviors. The Project Approach has the 
potential to provide a context that reduces instances of challenging behavior by engaging 
children’s interest, providing opportunities for adults to scaffold children’s learning, 
encouraging dramatic play, and motivating children to participate. 
Smith and Fox (2003) define challenging behavior as “any repeated pattern of 
behavior, or perception of behavior, that interferes with or is at risk of interfering with 
optimal learning or engagement in pro-social interactions with peers and adults” (p. 5). 
Several reviews of research have highlighted the damaging impact of these behaviors on 
children’s futures. For example, Campbell (1995) conducted a review of the literature on 
challenging behavior and concluded that as many as 50% of preschool children identified 
as having challenging behaviors often continue to have challenging behaviors into the 
middle childhood years. Dunlap and his colleagues (2006) conducted an exhaustive 
review and synthesis of peer-reviewed research on challenging behavior and reported that 
there is “growing acknowledgement that early challenging behaviors can have serious 
long-term consequences” (p. 30). They found that challenging behaviors that appear in 
preschool predict many future difficulties, including incarceration, and that this pattern is 
more stable over time than IQ scores. Dunlap et al. estimated that between10% to 20% of 
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the preschool population have significant challenging behavior. However, they found that 
children who have access to high quality early education environments and responsive 
caregiver interactions are more likely to have better social competence outcomes and 
fewer behavior problems. They also described these environments as being associated 
with greater child interest and participation.  
Several factors have been identified as contributing to young children’s 
challenging behaviors. For example, researchers have suggested that children one reason 
children engage in challenging behavior is that they lack language skills (Stormont, 
Espinosa, Knipping, & McCathren, 2003). It has been suggested that complex thinking is 
initially seen in the social communication between individuals engaged in joint activities 
(Berk, Mann, & Ogen, 2006). “Only later does it appear within the child as an 
autonomous capacity or skill” (Berk et al., p. 76). Research by Nietzel and Sright (2003) 
demonstrate the impact of joint thinking on the development of children’s self-regulation. 
Their research highlighted the impact of children’s verbalizations (about their thinking) 
on self-regulation. Neitzel and Sright observed 68 mother-child dyads as the child 
engaged in four difficult problem-solving tasks. A trained observer coded and tallied 
mothers’ scaffolding behaviors using a system based on the work of Wood et al. (1976) 
and Rogoff (1990). To address children’s self-regulation, children also were observed for 
48 minutes in their kindergarten classrooms during teacher-directed (n = 24 minutes) and 
independent (n = 24 minutes) work. Observations were coded in 4-minute intervals over 
at least four classroom visits per child. Neitzel and Stright found that “mothers who 
provided more metacognitive information during scaffolded interactions had children 
who more frequently talked about their thinking and monitored their own progress on 
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their classwork” (p. 156). Children benefited when mothers provided instructions in small 
steps with frequent review. These children were more likely to seek support, show effort, 
and use self-control in the classroom when their mother’s scaffolding provided emotional 
support. 
 Emotional climate has been shown to contribute to children’s challenging 
behavior. Arnold, McWilliams and Arnold (1998) examined the impact of child care 
staff’s use of discipline on children’s behavior problems. Participants in their study were 
145 children from eight classrooms with 16 caregivers (two per classroom). Videotaped 
observations were analyzed for laxness, overreactivity, and misbehavior. The researchers 
defined laxness as allowing rules to go unenforced, giving in to children’s coercive 
behavior, and coaxing or begging children to behave. The researchers found that laxness 
strongly influenced misbehavior and that children’s misbehavior influenced both teacher 
overreactivity and laxness.  
Birch and Ladd (1998) targeted three behavioral orientations to investigate 199 
kindergartener’s relationships with their teachers. These orientations or interaction styles 
were moving “against,” “away,” and “toward” others (p. 935). Teachers rated the 
children on the Child Behavior Scale (Ladd & Profilet, 1996). The Student-Teacher 
Relationship Scale (Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995) was used to assess teachers’ 
perceptions of three features of their relationships with their students (conflict, closeness, 
and dependency). Children were interviewed individually, and a peer nomination 
measure was used. Birch and Ladd found that the behavioral orientations that children 
showed in kindergarten were associated with the quality of later teacher-child 
relationships. The researchers also reported that an antisocial behavioral orientation was 
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more stable over time than other orientations. The antisocial orientation was associated 
with higher levels of conflict and lower levels of closeness with the child’s kindergarten 
and first grade teachers. 
Jolivette, Strichter, Sibilsky, Scott, and Ridgley (2002) observed the rate and 
types of naturally occurring choice making opportunities and their impact on the social 
behavior of young children with and without disabilities. Participants were 14 four and 
five-year-old children (n = 7 with disabilities and 7 without disabilities). The children 
with special needs were identified as having speech and language disability or 
developmental delays. Each child was observed while engaged in developmentally 
appropriate activities for one hour on four separate days. Each observation lasted 15 
minutes. Ten second intervals were used to collect data regarding (a) who orally initiated 
the choice making opportunity, (b) the specific type of choice making opportunity, (c) 
task engagement, (d) off-task behavior, (e) aggression, and (f) disruption. Findings 
revealed that children with disabilities were provided with more choices than children 
without disabilities. However, both children with and without disabilities initiated choice 
making at the same rate. Low rates of disruptive behaviors were observed for all children. 
The researchers noted that in the children who were provided with the fewest 
opportunities to make choices were the students who also initiated the smallest number of 
choices. They suggest that this may have negative implications for children with mild (or 
no) disabilities, who may not be provided with as many opportunities to make choices as 
their typically developing peers. In addition, children with and without disabilities were 
offered different types of choices at different frequencies. Staff offered children with 
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disabilities three times as many opportunities to make refusal choices compared with 
typically developing peers. 
Also focusing on choice-making, Kern et al. (1998) reviewed 14 studies on the 
impact of choice making on children with disabilities. The studies were conducted 
between 1975 and 1996. Four of the studies included children ages four to eight. Kern 
and colleagues found that “all of the studies indicated that choice-making procedures 
resulted in behavioral improvements with some, if not all of the participants” (p. 151). 
For example, Cole and Levinson (2002) used an ABAB experimental design to 
demonstrate that providing children with choices can reduce challenging behaviors. 
Participants in their study were two boys ages 7 and 8 with severe developmental and 
behavioral abilities who were enrolled in a university laboratory school for students 
labeled as seriously emotionally disturbed or as having severe intellectual impairments 
and challenging behavior. The two participants were identified based teacher reports of 
high rates of uncooperative and aggressive behavior and informal observations of the 
occurrence of these behaviors. Three paraprofessionals who were assigned to provide 
one-on-one assistance to the two boys also participated in the study. Observers who were 
blind to the purpose of the study were trained to collect data on the occurrence or 
nonoccurrence of challenging behavior for each boy. Each boy received either directive 
prompts that labeled what he was to do next, or choice questions asking each boy what he 
wanted to do next. Paraprofessionals were trained to implement no-choice and choice 
conditions with the boys. When the paraprofessionals modified the instructional routine 
to include choices (n = 7 sessions), the chronic challenging behavior of both boys was 
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reduced. When the paraprofessionals removed the choice condition (n = 9 sessions), the 
challenging behaviors returned. 
 In a replication of Stipek’s earlier work (1995), Stipek et al. (1998) contrasted the 
impact of classrooms that emphasized basic-skills and had a less positive social climate 
with classrooms that de-emphasized basic skills and had a more positive social climate. 
Two hundred and twenty-eight children (104 boys and 124 girls) in their last year of 
preschool (106 children) or in kindergarten (122 children) were randomly selected from 
classrooms in a variety of settings, including private, public, religious, community, and 
Head Start. Participants were 39% Latino, 31% African-American, 3% Asian, 26% 
Caucasian, and 1% from other ethnicities. Forty-two percent of the participants were 
from low income families. Observers rated classroom instruction and social climate on 31 
measures. An experimenter worked with individual children for 20 minute sessions to 
assess cognitive competence, perceptions of ability, expectations for success, enjoyment 
of school and school-like activities, preference for challenge/risk taking, dependence, 
affect, persistence, and anxiety. The researchers found that as a sub-group, preschool 
classrooms that emphasized basic skills scored lower on items related to the social 
context of the classroom, especially in preschool. Preschoolers in classrooms that 
emphasized basic skills tended to show greater dependency, had higher levels of stress, 
more negative affect, greater noncompliant behavior, more discipline interactions, and 
made fewer academic gains than preschoolers in classrooms that emphasized a 
responsive, nurturing environment. Follow-up data showed that children who had been in 
preschools that emphasized basic skills evidenced the most anxiety in a testing situation 
while those who attended more nurturing and responsive classrooms scored higher on 
		40
assessments of motivation. Kindergarteners in classrooms that emphasized basic skills 
and had less positive social climates were more likely to perform better on assessments of 
basic skills, but they demonstrated less compliance and had more behavior problems. 
Kindergarteners in more responsive, nurturing environments were likely to score higher 
on assessments of problem solving and language development. Stipek and her colleagues 
recommend further research to investigate the impact of a basic skills oriented classroom 
with an emphasis on positive social climate.  
Intersections with the Project Approach. Project work is child-initiated and is 
planned around topics that are of interest to children. Project-related activities and 
materials are woven into the environment. According to Beneke and Ostrosky (2009) 
four of seven teachers perceived the Project Approach as instrumental in reducing 
challenging behaviors. Opportunities abound in project work to resolve conflicts as 
children determine who will do what and how it will be done. As the topic of a project is 
negotiated, teachers can emphasize the aspects of the project topic that are likely to lead 
to the most productive play. Since project work is jointly planned by the teacher and the 
children, there are many opportunities for adults to develop positive relationships with 
children around high interest activities. Planning and implementing projects provide 
children with choices on a daily basis. For example, children may choose the topic of 
study, the materials to study, the representations that will be constructed, and their role in 
participating in the construction.  
Training and Coaching Teachers 
Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, and O’Herin (2009) reviewed best practices in adult 
learning. They synthesized 79 studies that used either randomized controlled trials or 
		41
comparison group designs. Trivette et al. found that six characteristics were associated 
with positive adult learner outcomes: (a) introducing information, (b) 
illustrating/demonstrating, (c) practicing, (d) evaluating, (e) reflection, and (f) mastery. 
They found that when more characteristics were used, more positive learner outcomes 
were realized. In addition, the learner methods and practices that most actively involved 
learners in acquiring, using, and evaluating new knowledge and practice had the most 
positive outcomes. Adult learning methods were most effective when used with a small 
number of learners (n = fewer than 30) and for more than 10 hours on multiple occasions. 
Summary 
Social communication and challenging behavior are interrelated. Based on what 
we know about social communication and challenging behavior, the Project Approach 
appears to be a potentially valuable method for supporting the development related to 
young children with and without disabilities. Learning to successfully communicate and 
interact with peers in a classroom setting can significantly contribute to the positive 
outcomes of young children’s future social and academic success. The Project Approach 
provides a context that can help children achieve improved social communicative 
outcomes. Projects are child-initiated and provide many opportunities for children to 
engage in in-depth learning and sustained shared thinking. Opportunities for joint play 
around high interest, meaningful activities also emerge during project work. The pace of 
project work provides numerous opportunities for children to engage in informal 
conversations and for teachers to respond to children on an individual basis. Additionally, 
project work supports the development of strong, positive relationships, and children 
have regular opportunities to make choices in project work. In view of what is known 
		42
about the relationship between social communication and challenging behavior, and 
about the potential of the Project Approach to positively impact this relationship, it is 
important that research be conducted to provide investigate of this topic. Research also 
should explore the potential of the Project Approach to increase social communication 
skills, (including vocabulary, conversation skills, and peer interactions) and to reduce 
challenging behaviors. The current study extends the literature by addressing such gaps in 
the research. 
Specific research questions addressed in this study were: 
1. To what extent do teachers and Speech and Language Pathologists (SLPs) 
perceive the project approach as supporting the development of preschool 
children with and without IEPs? 
 
2. To what extent does implementation of the Project Approach result in changes in 
social interaction for children with special needs and children identified as at risk? 
 
3. To what extent does implementation of the Project Approach result in changes in 
language development for children with special needs and children identified as at 
risk? 
 
4. How do teachers and SLPs perceive the supports (training, coaching, lunch 













































































John	 Caucasian	 M 4y	8m None	
	
HS 20‐29
Dayana	 African	American	 F 4y	10m None	
	
AA 20‐29
Jake	 Caucasian	 M 5y	2m None	 AA 20‐29,	N/Ac



















































































































































































































































































































40 <2 18 None Some	college
















Caucasian	 29 <2 18 None Some	college





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































I'm excited about it. Kristie		




















































































I think I just really learned a lot, and I think it was something I think I 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Cassandra	 4.52	(56	months)	 3.42	(59	months)	 ‐1.1	
John	 3.54	(56	months)	 3.86	(59	months)	 0.32	
Jake	 4.54	(62	months)	 4.04	(65	months)	 ‐0.5	
Dayanna	 1.98	(58	months)	 3.82	(61	months)	 1.84	
*Emily	 2.92	(46	months)	 3.18	(49	months)	 0.26	
*Jamari	 2.74	(53	months)	 3.10	(56	months)	 0.36	
*Lincoln	 3.12	(56	months)	 3.80	(59	months)	 0.68	



















































5;1	 4.22	 4.75	 4.88	(.72)	 4.16‐5.60	
Cassandra	 4;11	 4.52	 3.37	 4.75	(.79)	 4.08‐5.54	
John	 5;2	 3.54	 3.69	 4.88	(.72)	 4.16‐5.60	
Jake	 5;2	 4.68	 4.04	 4.88	(.72)	 4.16‐5.60	





























































































































































































The evidence-base regarding the impact of the Project Approach on children with 
IEPs and children identified as at-risk is scarce. In this study, mixed methods were used 
to investigate the impact of high quality training in the Project Approach on the social 
interactions, challenging behaviors, and language development of eight children. In 
addition, the researcher explored the ways in which supports for high quality 
implementation provided to the teachers, assistant teachers, and SLPs helped them 
implement the Project Approach.  
 Three primary findings that emerged from the data will be discussed in this 
chapter: (a) benefits of the Project Approach for children with special needs in inclusive 
settings, (b) factors that affected the outcomes of the Project Approach on children with 
IEPs and on those identified as at-risk, and (c) supports for successful teacher 
implementation of the Project Approach.  
Benefits of the Project Approach for Children With Special Needs in Inclusive 
Settings 
 
 Unlike previous research that relied on teacher perceptions (Donegan et al., 2005; 
Hertzog, 2007), the current study also used direct observation to determine the impact of 
the Project Approach on prekindergarten-aged children. While the observed responses of 
some children were stronger than that of others, all four preschoolers with special needs 
and all four preschoolers identified as at-risk benefited from engaging in project work. 
Benefits included increased social interactions, and increased use of language. This 
finding adds to the literature on teacher perceptions of the benefits of the Project 
Approach for preschoolers with special needs (Edmiaston, 1998; Given & Duman, 2007; 
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Harris & Gleim, 2008; Scranton & Doubet, 2003) and children from at-risk environments 
(Beneke, 1998; Lang, 2003; Sanchez, 2007). The findings also extend earlier studies in 
which teachers and administrators described the benefits of the Project Approach for 
preschoolers in inclusive settings (Beneke & Ostrosky, 2009; Donegan et al., 2005).  
In a tiered model for intervention, Tier I is designed to “provide high quality 
instruction as an essential foundation for learning for all students” (Coleman, Buysse, & 
Neitzel, 2006b). As a component of Tier 1 instruction, the Project Approach has the 
flexibility to engage and provide a stimulating and responsive context for children with 
and without disabilities in inclusive settings. Observational data add to the growing body 
of literature documenting social, communicative, and behavioral outcomes for 
preschoolers. 
Factors That Affected Outcomes of the Project Approach for Children with IEPs 



















































































































demonstrated the potential of child-initiated activities to increase children’s social 
























































































































































And there’s another teacher in my building, and she’s been wonderful. So, even 
on days when Sallee’s not here, I could always talk to Lisa and say, “Okay, now 
help me with this.” Because we were getting ready for the field trip, and Sallee 
wasn’t here on that Friday before. I’m not sure exactly, how I’m going to divide 
the kids up, and what they’re really interested in. And so she gave me a great idea. 
Lisa said, “Okay have them sign up.” And I’m like, “Oh duh,” so have them sign 
up—do they want to look at the bakery? Do they want to look at the trucks? Do 
they want to look at the cashier? So it’s just nice to be able to talk to someone, 
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When determining eligibility criteria for the Preschool for All program, a good tool to 
consider is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs created by psychologist, Dr. Abraham Maslow. 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is broken into five levels; however, only four levels are 
applicable to screening. 
 
Level I – Biological and Physiological Needs 
These needs would score four points each because they are considered basic deficiency 
needs. A child who is stressed or hungry cannot learn. A child who is in an environment 
absent of unconditional love cannot learn. The brain of a child who feels physically or 
emotionally threatened can produce chemicals that will actually inhibit learning. Threat or 
stress can put a young child’s brain in survival mode at the expense of higher order 
thinking 
skills, and lasting threat or stress can reduce the brain’s capacity for understanding, 
meaning, memory, and analytical thinking (TLL Education Services). A sample of 
checklist items that could place a child at risk of academic failure for Level I are: 
Economic 








Chronic Illness: (ear infections, asthma, ADD, etc.) 
Heath Concerns 
Birth/Prenatal Factors 
Lack of Prenatal Care 
Age of Mother 
Low Birth Weight 
Fetal Drug Exposure 
Oxygen Deprivation 
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Lack of Medical Attention 




Failure to Thrive 
 
Level II – Safety Needs 
These needs would score three points each. Security needs are important for survival, 
but they are not as demanding as the biological and physiological needs. 
 
A sample of checklist items that could place a child at risk of academic failure for Level II 
are: 
Parenting/Home Environment 
Behavior Management Skills 
Communication Skills 
Effective and Positive Interaction 
Nurturing 












Level III – Belongingness and Love Needs 
These needs would score two points each. These needs are considered less basic than 
physiological and security needs. Developing relationships with family and friends help 
fulfill the need for companionship and acceptance. 
 














Lack of Self Control 
Lack of Self Esteem 
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Lack of Social Skills 
Lack of Respect 
English as a Second Language (ESL) 
Primary Home Language 
Oral Proficiency Level 
Level IV – Esteem Needs 
These needs would score one point each. After the first three needs have been satisfied, 
esteem needs become increasingly more important.  
 
A sample of checklist items that could place a child at risk of academic failure for Level 
IV are: 
Learning Skills 
Short attention span 
Personal Data 
Trouble Following Directions 
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1. Select a topic based on either district curriculum, children’s interest, 
or a catalytic event [e.g., topics of conversations among children, 
unexpected event such as a new baby or a neighborhood construction 
project]?  
	
2. Select a topic that meets the criteria for topic selection presented in 
the Project Approach training? 
	
	
3. Generate a teacher topic web with co-teacher(s)? 
	 	
4. Zoom in on an aspect of the topic to use as a starting point [e.g., an 
aspect of the topic (a) that is most likely to interest the children and 





5. Brainstorm a list of open-ended materials to begin collecting (e.g., 
papers, boxes, cardboard, tubes, lids)? 
	
	
6. Brainstorm a list of child reference materials to begin collecting [e.g., 





7. Begin to collect (a) reference books and (b) materials that children 




8. Brainstorm a list of vocabulary words and/or terms children might 
learn as a result of participating in the project [e.g., (a) words for 










9. Identify an area of wall space at the large group meeting area where 
ongoing documentation of the project will be displayed on a Project 
History Board [e.g., low bulletin board or wall area that children can 
view and reference during class meetings]? 
 
	
10. Plan and implement an opening event to provoke discussion of the 
topic [e.g., (a) simple story, (b) topic-related book, (c) presentation of 





11. Begin recording children’s knowledge of the topic in web format on 
large paper that is then posted on wall?  
	
	
12. Explain the Project Approach to the parents [e.g., (a) send home a 





13. Notify parents that the project is beginning and suggest ways they can 




14. Provide opportunities for children to reflect on and represent their 
prior knowledge or experience with the topic [e.g., (a) drawing, (b) 





15. Ask children (a) what they want to find out about the topic and (b) 




16. Begin to generate a teacher list of (a) possible guest experts and (b) 




17. Hold (a) large- and/or (b) small-group discussions to record 







18. Select one or two questions and ask children to make predictions 
about how they can get the answers? 
	
	
19. Display (a) web, (b) children’s questions, and (c) samples of Phase I 

















































20. Continue to inform parents about the progress of the project on a 





21. Provide materials that could help children better understand the topic 
through first-hand exploration [e.g., authentic objects related to the 





22. Provide topic-related materials that children could help better 
understand the topic through experimentation [e.g., (a) mixing, 
touching, (b) cutting, (c) connecting, (d) mashing, (e) cooking, (f) 






23. Provide topic-related props that could help children better understand 
the topic through dramatic play in the (a) housekeeping and (b) block 






24. Provide open-ended art materials that children could use to represent 
their growing understanding of the topic [e.g., (a) a variety of papers, 
(b) cardboard, (c) tape, (d) staplers, (e) cardboard tubes, (f) cardboard 





25. Ask children to draw a plan for constructions they intend to build (a) 











27. Teach the children to use drawing as a way of recording information? 
	 	
28. Read children’s books that provide factual information and introduce 
new vocabulary [e.g.,(a) See-inside books, (b) nonfiction books, (c) 




29. Ask open-ended questions to provoke deeper thinking about the topic 
[e.g., what makes you think so?, how could you do that?, what else 
could we try?, what do you think will happen?]? 
	
	
30. Encourage children to take advantage of the help or expertise of their 
peers [e.g., ask a friend who’s good at hammering to help you 
connect the boards, find someone to hold that tape so you can cut it]? 
	
	
31. Prepare illustrated teacher- and/or child-made word cards (a) for the 
class word wall and (b) for the writing area [e.g., children can suggest 
new topic related words, child or teacher copy the word onto the card, 





32. Regularly invite children to suggest additions to the Project History 
Board [e.g., (a) add new drawings, (b) graphs, (c) samples, (d) 






33. Provide regular opportunities for children to review and add new 




34. Provide regular opportunities to (a)review the questions, (b) record 









35. Provide opportunities for fieldwork [e.g., focused observations of the 




36. Prepare children to ask questions during field work [e.g., (a) take 
dictation of each child’s question and record it on an index card, (b) 




37. Involve children in a variety of methods for viewing their findings 




38. Ask children what the group would like to make to show what they 
have learned about the topic [e.g.,(a) large group construction, (b) 








39. Ask children to dictate plans for their group representation [e.g., (a) 
what exactly do they plan to make, (b) how will they make it, (c) 





40. (a) Revisit and (b) invite the children to update their plans for the 




41. Provide time and space for production of the group representation 
[e.g., (a) at least an hour of uninterrupted choice time, (b) a 
designated project production area, (c) learning centers set up for 




42. Provide a variety of open-ended materials that the children can 







43. Teach children new skills or strategies that will help them accomplish 
project-related tasks [e.g., (a) writing, (b) tracing, (c) taping, (d) 







44. Scaffold when an aspect of producing the representation is beyond 













45. Ask children how they would like to celebrate their accomplishment 
[e.g., open house for parents, inviting another class over, displaying 
their group representation in a public place]? 
	
	
46. Invite children to help make specific plans for the culminating event 
[e.g., (a) deciding who will be invited, (b) deciding what will happen 





47. Support the children’s efforts to implement the culminating event 
[e.g., (a) mail invitations, (b) shop for refreshments,            (c) 




48. Prepare a final documentation display summarizing important events 
in the project [e.g., (a) how did the project start?, (b) what were the 
children’s questions?, (c) what were the salient events?, (d) what 
were the challenges?, (e) what children especially benefitted from 
participation in the project?, (f) how did the class benefit from 






49. Summarize and communicate information about the project with 
parents and administrators [e.g., (a) hallway documentation display, 




















































 In the space at the bottom of this letter, please indicate whether you do or do not want 
your child to participate in this project. Ask your child to bring one copy of this completed form 
to his or her teacher by January 18. The second copy is to keep for your records. If you have any 
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I	do/do	not	(circle	one)	give	permission	for	my	child		 	 	 	 	 	
(name	of	child)	to	participate	in	the	research	project	described	above.	
	


























The first phase of a project that includes coming to agreement on the general topic to be 
investigated; summarizing, representing, or recording what the children know or think about the 
topic; revisiting their past experiences related to the topic; formulating the questions to be 
answered; and making predictions of what the answers might be and where the necessary 
information can be obtained. 
Phase 2 
The period when the children are collecting the data they need to answer the questions developed 
in Phase 1. It includes site visits, interviewing relevant experts, conducting surveys, distributing 
questionnaires, and other ways of gathering and representing pertinent data. A variety of media are 
often used by children to represent and report their growing knowledge and understandings of the 
topic through art, model making, music, play, and verbal expression. 
Phase 3 
The final phase of a project, during which the children and teachers examine and reflect upon what 
they have found out from their investigation, and plan and conduct reports of the project for others 
to hear about and examine. A culminating event is often the conclusion of Phase 3. 
 






























































































































































 Teachers are really busy with report cards and meetings, so it is helpful for Sallee 
to bring in project-related items (i.e., gloves, hats, aprons). 
 Construction- Both Sherri and Kristie’s classrooms have gotten to a pretty 
advanced level of implementation. They have done field work and children are 
planning to make a group construction. 
 Ongoing nature of project work may be one of the reasons that children with 
disabilities become engaged—it lasts long enough for them to understand how 
they can represent roles and information in play. 
 Children in both classrooms have discussed building a bus or a walmart truck. 
 Teachers wish children would want to build the bakery, but there doesn’t seem to 
be enough interest. However, addition of gloves, hairnet, and aprons may help. 
 Teachers used Promethium board to show pictures from the trip. 
 Looking at pictures from field trip may give kids ideas about what they want to 
build. 
 Color pictures can be printed in both wings. 
 Lesson planning— 
o Uncomfortable for Kristie to feel like she’s going day to day. 
o Suggestions were:  
 (1) Lisa plans for two days at a time. For example, she plans for 
Monday and Tuesday, and then sits down during her planning 
session on Tuesday and plans for the next 2 to 3 days. She keeps it 
open on her desktop. In her center-time block, she may only do 2 
days. 
 (2) Could also fill in project plans in pencil, then go in and make 
adjustments based on what happens in the course of the project. 
 (3) Linda has a lesson plan form for project work that she has 
never understood how to use, but she will share. 
 (4) May be posting new lesson plans on PIP website next week 
 Timing—no need to panic if you haven’t gotten materials for construction 
immediately. Project has to evolve at a comfortable pace. Kids can spend time 
talking about and drawing their plans for the truck/bus. 
 Plans—Sherri’s class drew plans for what they want the truck to look like.  Sherri 
had everybody do it at once. Kristie and Jennifer are going to try having the 
children come over to the table to do a plan during choice time. They will tell 
children that it’s their job to stop and work on their plan sometime during the next 
two days. 
 Participation—sometimes everyone will say they want to do something, but then 
when it’s time for choice time, they just want to go play. 
o Lisa says she gives them 15 minutes to play and then asks if anyone wants 
to come work on the letter. She gets a big piece of paper and  
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lays it out in the middle of the classroom and says, “Who wants to come 
help me with this?” 
o Dilemma is getting children to participate without pulling them out of 
productive play. 
o Some children with special needs would never make it a choice, so the 
teachers agree that they have to call them over. Once they have gotten 
their feet wet with the new experiences, they may choose them 
independently next time. 
 Example: Lincoln participated in writing the letter yesterday, and 
he also participated in  
 Listserv- Some find the number of emails disconcerting. There is a feature on the 
listserv page of the Projects in Practice website where you can elect to receive all 
posts for a each day in one email. 
 Grocery Store Project in Hundred Languages of Children book 
o Drawings are so good because: (1) some children are kindergarten-age, (2) 
children in Reggio begin using art media at an early age, (3) children in 
Reggio have an art teacher in each center, (4) they probably printed the 
pictures by their most capable children. 
o The more our children engage in representational drawing, the better they 
will get. 
o The more we acknowledge and “lift up” each child’s best efforts at doing 
representational drawing (and dramatic play), the more likely they are to 
work harder at it and take pride in their work. (Example was Lincoln’s 
drawing of the scissor-lift.) 
 Documentation – Sallee doesn’t want to overwhelm teachers, but wants to begin 
the conversation about documentation. 
o Make it a goal to gradually begin documenting children’s work. Including 
a description to go with the display of each child’s work. Including a 
Project Summary in the upper left-hand corner of the display to explain 
the context of the work. (Sallee will bring Windows on Learning books to 
help with this.) 
o Need to establish a Project History area on a bulletin board that the kids 
can see and refer to during circle time. 
o Karla webbed on the Promethian board. She saved it and she and the kids 
have been adding to it over time. She printed the web via the board. 
o Include webs, lists of children’s questions, children’s predictions, survey 
work, etc. on the Project History board. 
o When too much documentation starts to accumulate, you can move the 
older pieces out to the hall. Do what you can, in light of your other 
responsibilities. 
o Documentation sends the message to the children that school is about 
learning, and look, we are proud of your accomplishments! 
o Sherri’s afternoon class is not doing the project, so she needs to have a 
separate space for the AM board. 
Sallee will stay after school this week to help teachers get documentation 
boards started. 
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o Reviewed examples of documentation from Reggio Emilia.  
o Discussed stand-up paper figures. Example: They made a little stand-
up town. Kids become intrigued. They translated paper figures into 
clay figures. 
Sallee	brought	old	transparencies	for	kids	to	use.	
o Everybody agrees that the field trips to Walmart went well. 
o Jennifer will be leaving. She is being assigned to Wee Folk.  
o Karla says she struggles with documenting conversations. 
o Sallee showed form for recording conversations (3 columns). 
o Karla says it’s hard to write fast enough. She tries to remember, but she 
believes she’s missing so much.  
 Wants to get their ideas 
 How many words they’re using 
 Are the words appropriate? 
o Lisa says that sometimes it’s helpful when there is a photograph—helps her 
remember what was said 
o Sallee will bring Karla an extra tape recorder she has. 
o The more the kids engage in representation, the better they will get. The more 
the teachers engage in documentation, the more second-nature it will become. 
o Keep in mind that your first time doing project work is the most difficult, 
because the process is all new. 
o Webs 
o No need to write everything they say. Just write a few words and include their 
name. (unless there are only a few kids and you have a huge piece of paper.) 
Dicatating to web helps kids see meaningful use of writing print. They can 
remember the location of what they said by the placement on the paper. Too 
much writing might make the page too visually confusing. 
o It’s good for kids to see adults edit their own work. For example, you might 
say, “Oh that came out really messy. I think I’ll recopy the web.” 
o Surveys 
o Kristie explained how she has introduced blank surveys into the writing area, 










































































7. To what extent do you think using the Project Approach will affect children’s 







8. Do you think using the Project Approach will affect children’s vocabulary 







9. Do you think using the Project Approach will affect children’s communication 
skills, specifically: 
a. How frequently they start conversations with other children? 
i. If so, how? 
ii. Please describe? 
b. How frequently they respond verbally to others? 
i. If so, how? 
ii. Please describe? 
c. The length of their conversations with other children? (e.g, turn-taking) 
i. If so, how? 










































































































































































































































































































































(IEP)	 Cassandra	 Dayana	 Jake	 John	
1	 1‐13	 0	 0	 0	 9	 0	 0	 9	 0	
1	 1‐14	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 6	 9	 0	
2	 1‐19	 6	 0	 9	 0	 9	 9	 9	 9	
2	 1‐22	 0	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	
3	 1‐25	 0	 0	 9	 0	 0	 9	 0	 6	
3	 1‐28	 9	 0	 9	 9	 9	 0	 9	 9	
4	 2‐3	 0	 9	 9	 9	 0	 9	 9	 9	
4	 2‐4	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 0	 9	 9	
5	 2‐11	 9	 9	 0	 9	 0	 9	 9	 0	
6	 2‐18	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 0	 9	
6	 2‐19	 9	 0	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	
7	 2‐24	 6	 9	 9	 6	 0	 9	 9	 9	














(IEP)	 Cassandra	 Dayana	 Jake	 John	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
8	 3‐2	 6	 9	 9	 0	 9	 9b	 6	 9	
8	 3‐4	 9	 9	 9	 6	 9	 0	 6	 0	
9	 3‐9	 9	 0	 0	 0	 0	 9	 0	 9	
9	 3‐10	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 6	 9	 9	
10	 3‐15	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 9	 9	 9	
10	 3‐18	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 9	 0	
11	 3‐22	 0	 0	 9	 9	 9	 0	 9	 9	
11	 3‐23	 0	 9	 0	 0	 6	 9	 9c	 9	
11	 3‐24	 9	 0	 0	 9	 9	 0	 9d	 0	
12	 3‐29	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 6	 9	 6	
13	 4‐8	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 6	
13	 4‐9	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	
14	 4‐14	 9	 9	 9	 9	 0	 0	 9	 0	
14	 4‐15	 9	 9	 6	 9	 9	 0	 9	 0	
	 Total	
Minutes	

















































































































































 the teacher or SLP’s perception of their own knowledge about the Project 
Approach (none, a little, a lot). 
 teachers’ guesses about how the project approach will work. (“I’m guessing 
it will work this way.) 
 teacher or SLP’s attitude toward implementing the Project Approach 
(excited, interested, okay with it, liked it, disappointed in it, afraid of trying 
it, dreading it, etc.). 
 teacher’s guesses about the reasons the Project Approach is worth 
implementing (support for learning, basis in research, ). 
 anticipated changes the teacher or SLP will have to make (more flexibility, 
more creativity, less structure, more guidance). 
 aspects of implementing the Project Approach that scare or worry the 
teacher or SLP. 
Teacher	and	SLP’s	mid‐,	and	post‐intervention	concerns	and	frustrations	
about	their	role	in	implementing	the	Project	Approach:	
 Creating, organizing, or displaying documentation 
 Feeling overwhelmed 
 Doing the Project Approach correctly 
 Having enough time for small groups 
 Covering academics adequately 
 Providing enough repetition for low-functioning children 
 Provoking ongoing interest in the project when the children’s interest wanes 
 Group management during the construction phase of the project 
 Knowing when to move to the next phase of the project  
 Length of the project 













 General thoughts about children’s response or lack of response to the 
Project Approach. 
 Length of the learning experience 
 the impact of the Project Approach on children with a range of abilities 
 impact of the Project Approach on children with various dispositions 
 impact of the Project Approach on where children choose to play in the 
classroom environment 
 impact of the Project Approach on what toys or materials children choose to 
play with in the classroom environment 
 parents’ response to the Project Approach. 
 response to participation in the project that of specific children: Elisabeth, 
James, Terri, Javarius, Sam, Charisma, LeShean, or Logan. 
 increases or reductions in engagement. 
 children being interested, not interested, or neutral regarding the project. 
 child-initiated learning. 
 strategies for engaging children  
 children’s characteristics that contribute/detract from their likely 
engagement with the Project Approach 
 The impact of hands-on learning experiences 
 the impact of observational drawing 
 engagement, interest, or excitement from participation in the project of 
specific children: Elisabeth, James, Terri, Javarius, Sam, Charisma, 









 Increase in challenging behaviors related to children’s involvement in the 
Project Approach 
 Decreases in challenging behaviors related to children’s involvement in the 
Project Approach 
 Lack of impact on challenging behaviors related to children ‘s involvement 
in the Project Approach 
 Presence of challenging behaviors (shyness, quietness, argumentativeness, 
bossiness, etc., whininess, etc.) 
 Classroom environment, structure, and routine 
 Examples of increase, reduction, or neutral impact of the Project Approach 
on challenging behaviors of Elisabeth, James, Terri, Javarius, Sam, 













 Increase in conversation 
 New buddies or friends 
 Teamwork 
 Increased participation 
 Increases in social interaction 
 Increases in types of social interactions 
 Increases in frequency of social interactions 
 Increases in play 
 Opportunities for new social learning  
 Impact of being part of a group 
 Examples of social interaction  
 Examples of impact on the social interaction of Elisabeth, James, Terri, 








 Impact/lack of impact on vocabulary 
 New vocabulary 
 Opportunities for learning new vocabulary 
 Examples of impact on the vocabularies of Elisabeth, James, Terri, Javarius, 







 Impact/lack of impact on ability to deliver speech and language services 
 Impact/lack of impact on method of delivery of speech and language 
services 
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 General statements about the helpfulness/lack of helpfulness of the supports 
 Supports specifically for SLPs 
 Inservice training or full-day/half-day workshops 
 Mentoring/coaching by Sallee Beneke  
 Implementation Checklist 
 Support from their fellow inexperienced teacher or SLP 
 Support from the experienced teacher in the building 
 Support from the Project Study team 
 Lunch meetings 
 Resources on the Project Approach such as books and websites 



































































































































































































































































1. ONLOOKER – Observing other children but not interacting with them. For 
example, the child wanders around the classroom, plays inappropriately with the 
materials during the observation, engages in self-stimulatory behavior (i.e., 
spinning plates round and round, not talking to anyone), or the child has some 
materials in his/her hands but walks around the housekeeping area, occasionally 
placing the toys on the stove, sink, table, or cupboard, but predominately 
watching his/her peers or looking around the room. 
2. SOLITARY – The child plays alone and independently with toys that are different 
from those used within speaking distance and makes no effort to get close to other 
children. He pursues his own activity without reference to what others are doing. 
a. Examples: 
i. The child sits at the art table and creates a greeting card for the 
teacher. Other children at the table are cutting chunks of playdough 
from long strips of dough. 
ii. The child works on a tower of blocks, while sitting alone in the 
block area. 
iii. The child sits alone in the science area and gazes intently at the 
class hamster. 
3. PARALLEL PLAY – Playing with the same materials and playing in the same 
vicinity as peers but not interacting (back and forth) with peers. 
a. Examples:  
i. The child is playing with the same materials as other children at 
his/her table, but if all the other children were (hypothetically) 
removed from the table, the child would still be there playing with 
the materials solo;  
ii. The child is sitting at the table with an adult and other children but 
interacts only with the adult. 
iii. The child plays with the cars and trucks but rarely interacts 
verbally or nonverbally with his peers; rather the child spends the 
majority of time rolling the car, making roads for the car, crashing 
the car, etc. 
iv. During play at the science table the target child is circles the table 
telling everyone at the table to get to work (this goes on for more 
than 2 minutes, with other children looking at her, but not talking 
with her) 
		226
v. The child eats at the snack table alongside other children, but does 
not interact with them.  
4. ASSOCIATIVE PLAY – Playing with other children without role assignment, but 
loosely organized. These peer interactions need to be reciprocal (back and 
forth); they can be positive or negative (i.e., children interacting as they fight over 
materials). There is no division of labor or organization of the children around a 
shared goal or project. 
a. Examples 
i. Children are play with cars and trucks on the same road without 
any specific organization. They may trade cars or appear to follow 
each other, but do not appear to have an agreed upon plan. 
ii. The child is sitting at the table with an adult and peers and interacts 
reciprocally with peers. 
iii. A child might be observed placing groceries on the shelves in the 
housekeeping area like his/her peers, but there is no organization 
or role—they are doing the task in a loosely organized manner 
iv. Children are putting plastic food on plates but there are no role 
assignments or anticipated outcomes such as making a meal for a 
peer or teacher. 
5. COOPERATIVE PLAY – Playing with other children in an organized manner, 
planning for or roles assigned; these might include negotiations/problem solving 
of roles or tasks. 
a. Examples 
i. One child might assume the role of sacker/bagger in the grocery 
store, and while another child acts as the cashier, the sacker/bagger 
waits to place the customer’s groceries in a sack. 
ii. One child might assume the role of veterinarian, while another 
child brings a stuffed animal to him. 
iii. Children painting the shelves together. 
6. ADULT-CHILD PLAY – Playing with an adult when no other children are 
present. 
a. Examples: 
i. The child brings a cup of pretend coffee to the teacher to taste. 


















Child_____________________	 	 	 Coder_________________	
	




























O	=	Onlooker	 	 	 Associate	Play	=	AP	 	 A‐C	P	=	Adult‐Child	Play	




















































































































Phase	1	 AC	 O	 S	 P	 A	 C	
			Cassandra	 0		 0		 11	 11	 0		 78	
			Emily	 0		 0		 20	 20	 40	 20	
			Dayana	 0		 42	 8	 17	 0		 33	
			Jamari	 0		 0		 0		 80	 20	 0		
			John	 0		 17	 0		 28	 22	 33	
			Lincoln	 0		 0		 10	 5	 50	 35	
			Ethan	 5.5	 17	 11	 61	 5.5	 0	
			Jake	 0		 7	 7	 13	 26	 47	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Phase	2	 AC	 O	 S	 P	 A	 C	
			Cassandra	 5	 0		 20	 25	 15	 35	
			Emily	 0	 10	 40	 40	 5	 5	





















Jamari	 17	 11	 17	 11	 17	 27	
			John	 0	 0	 17	 17	 17	 49	
			Lincoln	 0	 0	 18	 0	 35	 47	
			Ethan	 0	 5.5	 0	 5.5	 11	 78	
				Jake	 19	 0	 19	 5	 5	 57	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Phase	3	 AC	 O	 S	 P	 A	 C	
			Cassandra	 0	 0	 0	 33	 0	 67	
			Emily	 0	 0	 0	 25	 67	 8	
			Dayana	 0	 0	 0	 40	 20	 40	
			Jamari	 0	 0	 9	 27	 18	 44	
			John	 0	 0	 0	 0	 50	 50	
			Lincoln	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 100	
			Ethan	 0	 0	 17	 50	 0	 33	
			Jake	 0	 0	 8	 0	 8	 82	
Note:	AC	=	adult‐child,	O	=	onlooker,	S	=	onlooker,	P	=	parallel,	A	=	associate,	C	=	cooperative.	
	
	
	
